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ABSTRACT OF CAPSTONE 
  
SUPPORTING TEACHERS: DESIGN OF A PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
CONFERENCE FOR SIMPSON COUNTY SCHOOLS 
  
         The in-house professional development conference was designed for teachers in 
Simpson County Schools to connect local educators and show value in their work. 
This conference was created for a public school in rural south-central Kentucky, but 
is designed to be scalable to other systems, public or private. Upon completion of 
reviewing the literature, it was determined that a one-day professional development 
training workshop would need to be developed in order to continue supporting 
teachers in professional learning. The training module topics are aligned to the four 
district needs: District non-negotiables, technology and productivity resources, 
Teacher Professional Growth Evaluation System (TPGES), and modification and co-
teaching. The training modules educate teachers on the introductory aspects of each 
topic and provide a reflection that aligns with district needs and current classroom 
practices. The conference framework and documents may also be used for future in-
house professional development training. 
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Executive Summary 
What is the core of the capstone? 
The core of this capstone project is to design an in-house professional 
development conference to support teachers in the Simpson County School District in 
Franklin, Kentucky. Teacher professional development functions as a building block 
to student achievement by increasing teachers’ professional learning (Blank & de las 
Alas, 2010; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Yoon, Duncan, Lee, 
Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007). The target audience for the conference is faculty from 
Simpson County Schools (SCS). The teachers in SCS are required by the district to 
receive 24 hours of in-house professional development comprised of pre-selected 
content based on administrative needs, with activities often administered by out-of-
district trainers.  
Recent shifts in state budget and termination of the Continuous Instructional 
Improvement Technology System (CIITS) have left Kentucky educators with funding 
reductions (Staff, 2018) and the lack of a formal online system for PD resources 
(Marsee, 2018). Previously, districts could rely on a module known as the Educator 
Development System (EDS), located within the system CIITS, for PD and resources 
as needed (Riddel, 2013; Rodriguez, 2011); however, Pearson ended its contract for 
the system with the Kentucky Department of Education (KDE) on June 30, 2018 
(Marsee, 2018). In its place, KDE offers resources for professional learning plans 
according to the definitions set by 04 KAR 3:035, thus providing Kentucky school 
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districts with policy and practice regulations for creating their own PD system. The 
SCS District offers training sessions conducted using a whole-group lecture style, 
similar to the format teachers in district are experts in administering.  
New professional development activities are needed at the SCS District 
considering the lack of funding, teachers needing in-house professional development, 
and knowing that student achievement increases when teachers received professional 
development spread out over time (Yoon et al., 2007). The SCS District has certified 
National Board teachers and several staff with doctoral degrees. These teachers have 
the expertise to design and deliver effective professional development instead of the 
District needing to bring in trainers from outside current faculty and staff. This 
capstone project seeks to implement a new professional development program via a 
district conference format, in an effort to increase the likelihood that teachers will 
transfer professional learning to practice and positively impact student growth by 
using the SCS District staff.  
The sessions will also afford leadership opportunities for teachers in the 
district to share what is successful in their classrooms. The conference sessions will 
be based on SCS non-negotiables, the Teacher Professional Growth and Effectiveness 
System (TPGES), and current best practices in education, such as modifications, co-
teaching, and educational technology. The following session topics were selected by 
this author, due to recurring themes in current SCS professional development 
sessions, as most important for SCS professional learning. These topics have 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT CONFERENCE  16 
 
previously been outlined in two resource guides created to aid SCS teachers—The 
Teacher’s Pocket Guide to Technology Survival and the Simpson County Teachers 
Blueprint: A Guide for the Year—both by Jennifer Emberton (2016a, 2016b):   
● District non-negotiables (strategies for the classroom: hooks, concept 
development, assessments, closings and behavior). 
● Technology and productivity resources currently implemented in SCS. 
● Modification and co-teaching. 
● Teacher Professional Growth Evaluation System (TPGES). 
Who is the capstone meant to impact? 
Kentucky public school educators are required by Statute 156.095 of the 
Kentucky PD Law to obtain PD each year for professional learning that can be 
transferred to practice in order to impact student achievement. While each teacher’s 
personal and professional needs will be different, it is important to consider the needs 
based on what the general expectations are for teachers in SCS as identified in the 
District Non-Negotiables and professional evaluation guidelines in the Teacher 
Professional Growth Evaluation System (TPGES). Each school within the District has 
unique needs and characteristics, such as its vision, mission, or purpose. Schools also 
have their own traditions and language—their own culture. Creating a conference that 
appeals to teachers in all the district’s schools will require embracing the district’s 
mission, goals and needs, which requires putting every student first and empowering 
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teachers while at the same time ensuring that the district's needs for educators remain 
centered on the district's non-negotiables and the TPGES.  
Importantly, the culture and climate of the SCS District invites innovative 
ideas. Teachers are challenged by their superintendent to break the norm and effect 
positive change. The district employs innovative educators who demonstrate new 
methods, but unfortunately, those teachers spend most of their time developing their 
practice in their classrooms, not sharing at in-house faculty meetings. In other words, 
there is limited exposure district-wide to the innovative practices being implemented 
by the district’s own innovators. Introducing a district professional development 
conference is a new solution to in-house professional development; taking an 
alternative approach to helping educators develop professionally is an idea inspired 
by the climate of this innovative school district. 
The report card for Kentucky school districts provided demographic 
information for this district and was established by statute, KRS 158.6453 (20), and 
regulation, 703 KAR 5:140 (Hackworth, 2018). According to the schools report card, 
the SCS District employs approximately 184 educators who need annual professional 
development (PD) hours for professional learning to provide ongoing support for the 
district’s approximately 2,912 students. The in-house PD is training an educator 
receives on-site at his or her work location, unlike off-site training, which happens at 
various locations away from the school; school districts can use a combination of the 
two to enhance teachers’ professional learning. Importantly, student achievement can 
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increase as much as 21% when teachers get good professional learning spread out 
over time (Yoon et al., 2007). Therefore, it is essential for teachers to receive quality 
PD that results in professional learning. District PD sessions that are in-house provide 
easy access to continuing growth and support for educators. The average teacher at 
SCS currently receives at least 24 hours of in-house PD annually that is comprised of 
pre-selected content.  
This capstone proposes the design of an in-house district-wide professional 
development conference for district teachers. It is designed for a school district 
located in Simpson County, Kentucky. Once more looking at the schools report card 
we find that, teachers in the SCS District have an average of 11 years’ experience and 
a gender distribution of 22.3% males and 77.7% females (KDE, 2018). The district's 
certified teacher professional qualifications are 41.5% with a master’s degree, 32.2% 
with a bachelor’s degree and 26.4% with a rank 1 degree or higher (KDE, 2018). 
This capstone project will impact teachers of the SCS District only. The in-
house professional development district conference will be designed specifically for 
district needs and will allow teachers to grow through collaboration with each other. 
Nonetheless, this capstone will provide a framework for future development of in-
house conference sessions for teachers in rural school districts. This design will not 
address the integration process of a professional development conference into a 
school or the student impact. 
How was the capstone project developed? 
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The first step in designing a District Teacher Professional Development 
Conference was from this Author’s observations on current practices for SCS 
professional development sessions which centered on the topics of non-negotiables, 
technology and productivity resources, modifications and co-teaching, and the teacher 
accountability system, TPGES. She observed innovative teachers in the district and 
desired to know more about their individual practices, yet she was limited by the lack 
of platform for the sharing of such ideas. She began to question how to get local 
teachers sharing practices that work best with district students and centered on 
common district topics. Thus, the district conference was designed to meet these 
unique needs. 
The conference was designed to utilize the First Principles of Design 
instructional design model and seeks to provide access to differentiated sessions 
based on SCS teachers’ needs as previously identified in topics that are currently 
practiced by SCS. First, a conference platform via a Google website was designed to 
communicate event details due to the ability to reach a larger audience. The website 
consists of three main pages, home, register, and workshops. There are sub-pages 
under each main page to better organize the information for conference planning. 
They are organized as such: 
Home 
● conference description 
● schedule 
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● materials for planning the conference 
● link to this capstone project website 
Register 
● call for proposals 
● example/model session 
○ First Principles of Instruction 
Workshops 
● selecting a workshop 
● module 1- Introduction to District Non-negotiables 
● module 2- Intro to technology and productivity resources 
● module 3- Intro to Modification and Co-teaching 
● module 4- Intro to TPGES 
The materials for the planning, execution, and performance of the conference were 
created to guide conference leaders or organizers for this SCS conference design. 
Materials and documents can be found in appendix A.   
Why were this capstone and related strategies selected? 
In the past, SCS has used a lecture-style model for in-house professional 
development in most schools within the district. However, the district is seeking 
innovative ways to engage and fulfill the needs of educators’ professional growth. 
Using a Logic Model one can see the rationale for designing a Professional 
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Development in-house conference (Emberton, 2017). Figure 1 represents the logic 
model of the program evaluation. 
 
Figure 1. Logic model of program evaluation. 
The logic model used in this program evaluation was previously developed 
based on the needs of staff to grow professionally under the situation of needing to 
utilize the innovative staff within the district to solve the problem of a new approach 
to professional development. The vision was an in-house professional development to 
keep the staff growing in professional learning, for this to happen the district must 
invest in identified inputs and outputs, to achieve the desired effects. Critical 
assumptions and external factors that would have the greatest impact on the 
conference were considered.  
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This capstone was selected to change the way teachers experience 
professional development based on new, innovative practices within the SCS District. 
Teachers will experience and participate in an in-house conference, use active 
learning and collaborate; the conference will include practice, follow-up and 
reflection designed to respond to individual teacher’s needs through choice of session.  
In determining how to design such an in-house district conference, one design 
model was chosen. Educators deal with real-world problems each day in their 
classrooms and sharing the solutions to those problems is ideal for fostering good 
practice. Thus, Merrill’s First Principles of Instruction (2002, 2007, 2009) design 
model was selected. Merrill, who is well known in the field for his research in 
instructional design, has identified the five most fundamental principles of best 
practices in instructional design, as shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Phases for effective instruction, according to Merrill. Reprinted 
from “First principles of instruction,” by D. Merrill, 2002, Educational Technology 
Research and Development, 50(3), 43-59. 
The first principles of instruction was found to be the most appropriate design 
for the conference due to its real-world, task-centered approach and the ability to use 
with multiple activities. The principles are centered on real-world problems or tasks, 
such as current in-house professional development. Using these principles, one can 
design an engaging activity for his or her learner. David Merrill (2002, 2007, 2009) 
created the first principles of instruction after doing research on instructional models 
and theories; he found that not all agreed on specifications, but each had one or more 
principles; he defined the first principles of instruction as the fundamentals of 
instructional design, which are: problem-centered; activation of prior experience; 
demonstration of skills; integration of skills; and skill of skills into real-world 
activities. 
In this author’s observation, as a teacher at SCS, the PD already follows the 
underlying principles of instruction, it makes sense to continue this familiar practice 
with conference design. Figure 3 represents the First Principles of Instruction model 
of the Simpson County Schools professional development conference. 
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Figure 3. The first principles of instruction as applied to professional development for 
the SCS instructional tool PD design. 
These principles, when applied correctly, will increase learning (Collis & 
Margaryan, 2005; Gardner & Jeon, 2009; Mendenhall et al., 2006). They are designed 
for learners at any level, so learners can be on different levels of expertise yet still use 
the same model to guide their learning. There is no predetermined measure other than 
that when a principle has been accomplished, one moves on to the next principle. 
Furthermore, instructional design is a cycle that can be repeated with the same topic 
to deepen learning, as PD often does with repeat topics. The SCS PD options offered 
have the same pattern of instructional design as the first principles of instruction. The 
PD is designed to direct users to link real-world problems or tasks to the activity; in 
other words, what the teacher is learning will align to one of the school-wide plans. 
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The first principle in First Principles of Instruction (Merrill, 2002) is a real-
world identified problem, or task, which is the foundation for a desire to learn. When 
learners are emotionally invested in answering a real-world problem or task related to 
their field, it creates a deeper connection of learning (Dewey, 1916; Greenspan & 
Benderly, 1997; Montessori, 1965) during the PD. The goal is to solve the real-world 
problem or task that is personal to the learner’s needs identified during this principle. 
Once the problem or task is identified, the activation process requires building 
on what the teacher already knows about the problem or task (Merrill, 2002, 2007, 
2009). This reflection is personal to each teacher because all have different skills and 
experiences. Merrill (2002) suggested learners apply preexisting knowledge to the 
problem or task. If there is no pre-existing foundation, thinking about an experience 
that could offer the foundation for this new learning is encouraged; however, if no 
such experience can be applied, the use of a pre-existing cognitive structure to make 
sense of the new material (Merrill, 2002) can be applied. Because teachers use 
graphic organizers to show students how to structure and decipher new information 
when they are still developing these cognitive structures as a learner (Marzano, 
Pickering, & Pollock, 2001), teachers will be familiar with how to logically apply 
these same practices. 
Upon discovering connections with prior knowledge, the learner moves to the 
next principle—demonstration. During this step, learners are challenged to change the 
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way they think by becoming familiar with the new knowledge or skill. Merrill (2002) 
suggested incorporating the following: 
● consistency of new knowledge aligned with problem/task: 
○ examples and non-examples; 
○ demonstration of the different parts; 
○ visualizations; and 
○ modeling. 
● guidance of the learner to the following: 
○ relative information; and 
○ multiple representations of new material. 
● relevant media. 
An example of this during a PD session would be the collection of evidence the 
teacher discovers or is given during the session. The material should include the 
above suggestions by Merrill. These provide a base for effective reflection and notes 
if needed when practice occurs during the next step—application. 
The application principle is the practice of new knowledge in an environment 
that allows for applying the new knowledge to the old (Merrill, 2002, 2007, 2009). 
During this step, learners are provided problems to solve using their new knowledge. 
After the information and examples have been given, the learners are taken through 
exercises copying the concepts of the new information while receiving feedback 
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(Merrill, 2002). At SCS, this step typically immediately proceeds demonstrations, but 
the step is not limited to time or place. 
 During the integration principle, learners transfer the acquired knowledge to 
real-world practice by applying the new concepts to the problem or task identified in 
the activation principle (Merrill, 2002). The learners integrate the knowledge or skill 
while reflecting upon and exploring new ways to use the knowledge. This step is the 
most important one in PD. It is essential to comprehend that PD is not complete 
without the transfer to practice. At SCS, the integration principle is demonstrated 
when artifacts from transfer to practice are collected and combined with previous 
reflections to add to the teacher’s Google Drive folder of evidence. The PD session is 
not complete until the integration principle is complete. 
The first principles of instruction can be difficult to interpret in a real-world 
setting if not given guidance and examples on how to apply principles (Merrill, 
2007). A model of these principles’ correct use in PD, as they apply to SCS, is shown 
previously in Figure 3, illustrating the intention alignment of the process to each step 
with clear expectations. 
 By using the first principles of instruction (Merrill, 2002, 2007, 2009) to 
organize the identified PD workshop sessions, the learning is based on a real-world 
task/problem identified by the teacher or district. Next, activation allows the learner 
to be engaged in their learning by recalling prior knowledge or connections. When 
demonstrating, learners can experience a change in thinking by observing a new skill 
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related to their real-world problem. Additionally, participants apply the concepts and 
reflect on prior and new knowledge in the application principle. Finally, learners 
integrate what they have gained from the workshop to their practice.  
According to Merrill (2002), “Modifying new knowledge to make it one’s 
own is where a learner moves beyond the instructional environment and takes the 
new knowledge and skill into the world beyond” (p.51). If this is true, then when PD 
is successful, a teacher will take what he or she now knows and adapt it to meet his or 
her needs in the classroom; thus, transfer to practice occurs. For this capstone, all 
these principles will be considered to make this in-house conference design 
successful in assisting teachers’ transfer of professional learning to professional 
practice.  
Limitations on Capstone 
This capstone focuses on the background and design of an in-house 
professional development conference for teachers within SCS and will be limited to 
SCS District needs. Thus, it may not be generalizable to other districts, schools, or 
teachers because the conference is based on the Simpson district’s non-negotiables, 
policies, and goals. As previously noted, this capstone does not include guidance on 
the context of the schools’ non-negotiables, policies, checklists and teaching 
strategies; it focuses only on the design of a conference to communicate the district’s 
needs. This capstone is only intended for use by SCS and cannot be used or 
referenced to make any decisions for another district.  
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Lessons Learned 
Research is not just collecting information. Through the process of this 
capstone, this author gathered many resources on professional development (PD). 
Long before this author identified this capstone project, her passion was discovering 
information on PD for teachers, with an interest in PD for technology integration. The 
gathered data were not to search for a problem but to search for a gap. My interest in 
PD originated from observations of effectiveness with these activities in the public 
school system. Previously, working in retail management for a cellular company, I 
trained every employee in my building and retail managers of other sites when the 
company launched a new point of sale system. In that setting, logistics, materials and 
even the store changed quickly as new technology emerged. After changing careers 
and being immersed in public school culture, the emergence of new methods came 
slowly, and I was not sure why. 
As a practitioner who enjoys sharing evidence-based practices from my 
classroom, I began presenting to public school educators during PD events or 
conferences. There was excitement in sharing and collaboration, and it was gratifying 
to develop my practice through the camaraderie of ideas. In addition, I was given the 
opportunity to practice self-enlightenment through the discovery of information not 
previously known. However, transporting the information from one place and 
presenting it to others, with supporting text, was not research either.  
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It was not until I could move past the collection and organization of literature 
on the topic that I found research. The earliest starting point of my research was 
attending a conference in Louisville, Kentucky, and wondering how each of the 
attendees would apply new knowledge. I also wondered why some PD sessions were 
more successful than others. Thus began my literature search. During this process, I 
was looking for gaps in the literature and taking a course on instructional design. I 
began to understand that the last step in PD was going back to class and using these 
new skills and tools. 
Why is this a leadership capstone?  
This capstone will serve as a foundation on which to build the sharing of the 
newest emerging practices used by teachers within the District. The world is 
globalized and ever-changing, and it is an educators place is to serve the needs of 
students; thus, planning for future trends is necessary. Leaders, by nature, search for 
the newest trends, in their respected fields, that will better serve students and assist 
other professionals around the world. As a leader, encouraging members of the 
district to participate in sharing the latest trends, strategies, or research that will aid in 
student and educator growth, is what makes this leadership capstone valuable. This 
author’s leadership vision is to be a global leader in serving students and educators 
with the newest trends in educational/instructional technology by continuing to 
contribute to the educational community.  
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In suggesting the implementation of new ideas, a leader must sometimes stand 
alone. Change is difficult for some people, but an effective leader is willing to take 
the risk of standing alone to make a change. Without addressing uncomfortable 
issues, tension will build, and trust can be lost; true leaders are not afraid to take a 
stand for what needs to be discussed—they are more afraid of it going unsaid (Barth, 
2002). The key to leading is to always have a greater picture in mind for one’s 
community or organization. This servant leader sees life as a mission, waking up in 
the morning and thinking about how to help others. To be service-oriented is to see a 
purpose beyond one’s self, a purpose that will lessen the burden of others (Starkey, 
2011), seeking out opportunities to soothe others and welcome the chance to relieve 
others. The journey in this capstone project started with the desire to help students use 
more technology tools in the classroom. However, to do this, the students need 
teachers knowledgeable in their practice and equipped with professional learning that 
can be transferred to practice. 
An important characteristic the servant leader possesses is a belief in others. 
This author believes that to lead others, leaders must believe others can change, can 
make a difference, and can make a change in the world. An effective educational 
leader must find the good in each student and bring it to the surface. It is a leaders 
responsibility to encourage and foster in each person his or her maximum level of 
achievement. Through this capstone, the SCS district is doing just that by 
encouraging each teacher in the district to reach new limits.  
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Mother Teresa, an exemplary model of a servant-leader, lived by this motto: 
“Let no one ever come to you without leaving better and happier. Be the living 
expression of God’s kindness: kindness in your face, kindness in your eyes, kindness 
in your smile.” As an educator, I embrace this same motto as my mission and 
passion—the desire to leave others a little better, a little more fulfilled, and to make a 
difference in every student’s life.  
Our experiences are uniquely ours and shape us into who we are as 
individuals and as leaders. Through our failures and successes, we develop 
perspective, and through each experience, our paradigms shift. These shifts create 
changes that will drive the vision and leadership of others. However, effective 
leadership involves collaborating and sharing to foster productive change and a 
sustained positive difference. Therefore, this capstone will not only display the 
leadership abilities that I possess, but through its implementation, the abilities of 
many other leaders in our own community and culture will emerge.  
Capstone Project 
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